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and the pressure of the text against particular traditions. It is argued that the Books of Homilies here offer rich material for reflection upon the nature of Christian hermeneutics in one particular ecclesial tradition, and indicate an Anglican approach to scripture that has much to offer.
keywords: Books of Homilies; Cranmer; hermeneutics; character; tradition; ecclesiology ----'Yet is there nothing so impertinently uttered in all the whole book of the Bible, but may serve to spiritual purpose in some respect to all such as will bestow their labours to search out the meanings.' (Homily II/10: An Information for them which take Offence at certain places of the Holy Scripture; Griffiths, p. 380)
Introduction: Encountering the Homilies Today
Those familiar with the BCP Communion liturgy will know that the service passes from its opening prayers of various kinds, through the epistle and the gospel, and arrives at the creed, after which we read, in the rubric:
Then shall follow the Sermon, or one of the Homilies already set forth, or hereafter to be set forth, by authority. (BCP, 241) After a selection of scriptural sentences, the service then proceeds towards communion.
In this the BCP and its forerunners sought to emphasise the prime significance of the sermon as part of the appropriate worship of the gathered people of God, and in one form or another the sermon has remained a key part of the Anglican communion service ever since.
The other way in which the homilies might most easily be encountered is through article 35 of the 39 articles: Of the Homilies. The Elizabethan origin of the 39 articles pinpoints the date of this statement of a listing of the contents of a 'second Book of Homilies', the titles of which are then given, and alerts the reader to 'the former Book of Homilies, which were set forth in the time of Edward the Sixth'. It would be interesting to know whether any of 'the Homilies already set forth' are ever preached these days. Trinity Episcopal School of Ministry, in Ambridge, Pennsylvania, has in recent years undertaken to record video versions of some of these homilies, as part of a Lenten discipline (which is rather an interesting comment on them 1 The precise dating of the Books of Homilies is noted below, where it will be relevant to be aware that the articles progressed in (at least) three recensions: a largely Cranmerian original 42 articles in 1553 (in Latin though also prepared in English); a 1563 Latin edition; and a slightly expanded English edition in 1571. See Oliver O'Donovan, On the 39 Articles. A Conversation with Tudor Christianity (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1986), pp. 10-11. in itself), and several are readily available on-line. 2 It is likely that the average Anglican church, of any theological persuasion, would find the use of such an authorised homily rather odd, and jarring for reasons of tone and style (let alone length). There will of course be theological traditions within Anglican churches that at least find the theology congenial, especially where the Reformed tradition of thought that shaped so much early Church of England theology is held dear.
It is not just churches awaiting the sermon who would be surprised to receive an authorised homily. Students of Anglicanism, including those training for ordained ministry, can easily pass through their entire theological formation without engaging with this theological resource. For those with interests in Anglican approaches to scripture, this is a striking oddity.
The present piece explores this under-utilised resource in dialogue with wider theological and hermeneutical questions. Recent interest in the theological interpretation of scripture has come slowly to the recognition that the Christian sermon has long been one prime location for wrestling with scripture with an eye on the hermeneutical issues of letting the biblical text speak to the present moment. In the words of Stephen Fowl: theological interpretation of Scripture never really stopped.
Although it was largely exiled from academic biblical studies, 
'A Fruitful Exhortation to the Reading and Knowledge of Holy Scripture' (I/1)
This relatively brief homily appears (as a result of the editing process noted above) in two parts.
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Part 1 opens with a resounding affirmation of the perfection of Holy Scripture: 'there is not truth nor doctrine necessary for our justification and everlasting salvation, but that is or may be drawn out of that fountain and well of truth'. (7) Scripture will thus appear sweet and healing to all who seek to know God, and will only seem 'bitter' to those whose minds are 'corrupted with long custom of sin and love of this world'. in reading of God's word he most profiteth not always that is most ready in turning of the book, or in saying of it without the book; but he that is most turned into it, that is most inspired with the Holy Ghost, most in his heart and life altered and changed into that thing which he readeth. (10) Several such virtues are then rehearsed in terms of vices to be avoided: pride, wrath, covetousness, pursuit of worldly pleasure. The climax of part 1 thus draws together the two key points: repeated exposure to Scripture and transformation of character: to be short, there is nothing that more maintaineth godliness of the mind, and driveth away ungodliness, than doth the continual reading or hearing of God's word, if it be joined with a godly mind and a good affection to know and follow God's will. (10) Cranmer does not offer here an account of which is cause and which is effect, but rather simply affirms both: scripture transforms the reader 'if it be joined with' a reader pursuing the transformation afforded by scripture. Without scripture the reader is lost, but even with scripture 'without a single eye, pure intent, and good mind nothing is allowed for good before God'. (10) Might one say then that in this opening section, scripture is sufficient for all that we need to know for justification and salvation; whereas scripture is necessary but not sufficient for the transformation of one's life, since a reader receptive to the work of God is required?
My own view is that this is precisely right, and in the terminology of later centuries might be parsed as a hermeneutical circle or spiral that recognises that the character that readers bring to the holy text is in turn shaped by the encounter with that text, not as an either/or cause and effect, but as an ongoing interaction. that both these aspects were subsumed under the one governing predestinarian rubric that the Holy Spirit would always provoke the requisite receptivity among the elect. 24 As I shall suggest further below, the specific case of the 'work' of reading scripture (to which, after all, Cranmer's homily is exhorting its hearers) actually suggests various ways in which this classic Reformation emphasis will have trouble accounting for the phenomena of one's own reading of scripture taking place amidst a crowd of witnesses of other readings, not all of which are in agreement, even among the elect.
Part 2 of the homily explores a range of potential problems that an imagined interlocutor might raise after this opening account. First
Cranmer affirms that we recognise the need for experts to study their books (such as philosophers who read philosophy), so clearly Christians should be ashamed not to study (or at least attend to, perhaps by hearing) scripture. Secondly, he deals with two 'excuses': that 'frail and fearful' readers desist from such study lest they might fall into error, and also that scripture is so difficult that only experts ('clerks and learned men', (12)) should study it.
The first excuse is met with Matthew 22:29, Jesus' rebuke to the Sadduccees that they did not know scripture and were thus in error. It follows that you will only overcome ignorance through reading 24 I am indebted here to the fine discussion of Ashley Null, Thomas Cranmer's Doctrine of Repentance: Renewing the Power to Love (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 120-33. Null writes that though Cranmer 'did make some straightforward statements about the necessary role of the human will in producing the fruits of true faith, these are best understood as descriptive of what the supernatural gift of justifying faith would inevitably cause to happen in the elect'. (p. 129) Null is here exploring how, for Cranmer, the elect and the justified are one and the same. scripture (or hearing it -since for many it will be at one remove, presumably, mediated by the preacher). As for the fear of error, Cranmer offers this guidance:
I shall show you how you may read it without danger of error. Read it humbly with a meek and a lowly heart, to the intent you may glorify God … and read it not without daily praying to God, that he would direct you reading to good effect. (12) This is the same emphasis on readerly character that Cranmer by the reading of scripture the weak are strengthened, the strong are comforted, and only the ignorant, the sick (with 'hate'), or those 'so ungodly' are not thus affected.
A concluding paragraph takes up many of the points made in a spirit of thankfulness and renewed determination to meditate day and night on scripture. An initial attempt to summarise the key elements of 'fruitful reading' (which is not quite the title phrase but is perhaps intended?) might name them as three: 1. persistent 'dwelling' in scripture, on the grounds that it is perfect and full of blessing; 2.
reading as a reader of good character desiring transformation; and 3. reading with the help of those of good character themselves or, in their absence, of God.
Clearly Cranmer is angling some of the thrust of this homily against the Roman emphasis on the priest as mediator of what the believer needs to know, and saying instead that it is scripture that holds this place. More specifically, in the context of late medieval provision of approved homilies (a practice that pre-dated the Reformation), Cranmer is placing scripture at the centre as opposed to pious stories about the saints and their miracles. 25 Both these contexts make point (3) above slightly intriguing, since he wants to say that struggling readers may turn for guidance to those more advanced, but equally wants to avoid suggesting that the result is that one needs the priest or a miracle-working saint for this task.
In the end it seems that several elements of a hermeneutical position are kept in play, unresolved in their tension.
Cranmer's 'Preface to the Bible'
25 See especially for this point Susan Wabuda, 'Bishops and the Provision of Homilies, 1520 to 1547 ', Sixteenth Century Journal 25.3 (1994) , pp. 551-566.
The 'Preface to the Bible' presages some of the above homily, in extensive reliance on Chrysostom and Gregory of Nazianzus. 
Cranmer's Homilies on Justification: Hermeneutical Reflections
Homilies 3, 4 and 5 of Book I are arguably the centre-piece of the whole project of authorising certain homilies for use. All that can be done here is to attend to specific questions of the use of scripture in them.
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I/3 explores salvation, and presumes upon the broad scriptural sweep canvassed in I/2 on 'misery', wherein it was demonstrated that all godly people in scripture nevertheless thought appropriately humbly of themselves; and furthermore that it was persistently recognised that righteousness truly belonged to God alone: 'Let us therefore acknowledge before God, as we be indeed, miserable and It is interesting to note that the Old Testament plays no role in this homily (one passing citation from the Psalms not really withstanding), so that whereas it contributed to I/2's depiction of misery, it effectively offers no saving hope. The use of scripture throughout this homily will be familiar to those for whom a systematic presentation of the good news of Christ sets the interpretative agenda and determines which texts are deemed to speak to the matter at hand. The overall logic of homilies 4 and 5 is therefore clear: good works are essential, but they are fruit and not root; and scripture reveals the standard by which good works may be judged: it is the ten commandments, as mediated by Christ, rather than Pharisaical or Romish traditions. Hence the conclusion of the homily on good works, which begins 'as you have any zeal to the right and pure honouring of God, … apply yourselves chiefly above all things to read and to hear God's word. ' (64) In terms of the hermeneutics, it is interesting that the character of the reader has dropped out of the picture, and of rather more significance now is the insistence that scripture sets the terms of evaluation rather than tradition. In terms of whether scripture is clear or difficult, one wonders if Cranmer might have thought that passages from Romans and Galatians that explain justification by faith are those clear passages that determine the darker mysteries of passages that teach good works, all of which are marshalled into order as essential once put in their proper place. One continuity between I/1 and these three homilies is the concern to clarify who is a trustworthy guide in the matter of reading scripture rightly. But now the (implicit) answer seems simply to be: those who understand the doctrine of justification rightly. How (hermeneutically) significant might it be that the succeeding I/6, on Christian love and charity, which reinscribes a matter of character as essential to the Christian life, is the homily written by Bonner and adapted with little trouble to the Roman/Marian rebuttal of the theological teaching of I/3-5?
On its own terms, Cranmer's approach has its own hermeneutical logic. He is persistently exercised by the need to avoid suggesting that human effort (even the effort of faith) contributes in any substantive way to securing justification. As Null points out, 'Significantly, at no point in this [the homily on salvation's] description of justification did Cranmer make any reference to a divine internal act as the basis for the believer's external pardoning by God'.
For
Cranmer, 'solifidianism' (adherence to the doctrine of justification by faith alone) rightly lets faith point to Christ 'as the true extrinsic source 29 Null, Thomas Cranmer's Doctrine of Repentance, p. 215. Null notes scholarly dispute over Cranmer's views here, which he attributes to the nature of the Homilies as 'instruction for a popular audience' which thus 'lack the technical theological precision which would have avoided the later scholarly debate over their interpretation '. (p. 214) for the remission of sins'. 30 One could then apply this insight to the work of reading scripture, and argue that the reading of scripture points one to the extrinsic source of rightly understanding the doctrine of justification by faith. However, this will only be a persuasive argument on Cranmer's own terms, since if in the first place one does not think that all human work (including reading scripture) is the ineluctable outworking of the Holy Spirit, well then one would be alert to the possibility that one can apply oneself to scripture, even with zeal, and still read it wrongly, or unhelpfully. As a matter of observation, zealous reading has not turned out to have a uniformly impressive doctrinal track record over the centuries.
In short, it is plausible to suggest that the relationship between the doctrine of justification and scripture is likely to have been worked out in connection with obtaining the right view of justification, and that therefore the homily on reading scripture is more likely a post hoc reflection on the way that the appeal to scripture works rather than an a priori hermeneutical treatise from which one then proceeds to wonder what justification might look like. Cranmer would not be the last theologian whose appeal to scripture in practice is not always the same as his more theoretical statements of how it should be done.
'An Information for them which take Offence at certain places of the Holy Scripture' (II/10)
As noted above, this text is not Cranmer's, but it is of interest to our specific hermeneutical focus, and so merits brief consideration. Homily 'horrible sin', how much more must we be alert to our need for grace.
(375)
The second section turns to the offence caused by the way that 'Christ's precepts should seem to destroy all order in governance'.
(376) The Sermon on the Mount is a prime candidate for causing this offence, but hearers are urged to seek an 'inward meaning' that acknowledges God's truth in such apparently problematic sayings. We then turn to Psalm 1 to consider three categories of readers who fail to do this: the ungodly, sinners, and 'scorners'. The first two may repent and turn to God, but the third, as evidenced in a range of stories from 2
Chronicles and the New Testament, have no hope of repentance. The purpose of this rather odd disquisition is that it might 'suffice to admonish us, and cause us henceforth to reverence God's holy Scriptures'. (379) The problem, it is then said rather bluntly, is that we too easily mock scripture, but 'The more obscure and dark the sayings be to our understanding, the further let us think ourselves to be from God and his Holy Spirit, who was the Author of them'. (380) The obscurity may be historical ('refer them [sc. obscure texts] to the times and people for whom they served', 380), or because we have not sought out spiritual meanings. Two final examples from David round out the homily: his desire for the destruction of his enemies (Ps 144:6) is really a spiritual wish for the destruction of error; and his hatred of the wicked is in fact a perfect hatred, to which we cannot aspire.
The argument of this homily does not cohere well. The first part is a miscellaneous set of responses to verses that were clearly mocked in some way or other. The second sets out on the theme of Christ's lack of utility for civic governance, but retrenches to further reflections on how the mocking reader misses the depth of the matter. That may be so, but no actual help is given regarding Christ's teaching, and further random examples are adduced of how deeper meanings illuminate the way past the mocking critiques of others. It is perhaps possible to see how such an approach is tied to Cranmer's in I/1 regarding the character of the reader, but in many ways the interesting hermeneutical work has already been done before any of the texts are actually considered, and II/10 is largely the execution of a rearguard action for which historical-cultural distance and deeper spiritual significance are rather unfortunately handled as if they were hermeneutically interchangeable. Even so, in broad outline, we see here again the way in which scripture's voice is folded into convictions driven from elsewhere. What is less clear than in Cranmer's own work is how scripture might offer its own pressure to redirect established readings.
The speed with which the emphasis has developed from Cranmer's delicate balancing act to this more one-sided perspective might serve as a reminder of how easy it is to let the interaction of text and reader become too swayed by one side of the picture only.
Conclusion: Cranmer's Ecclesiological Hermeneutics
In conclusion, I would like to suggest that the wider significance of the hermeneutics of Cranmer's homilies reflects in miniature the ecclesiological framing of the Church of England and, in due time,
Anglicanism.
Greer is right to say that 'Cranmer's claims for the Bible proved far more ambiguous and complicated than one might at first suppose.' 32 Indeed, scripture is upheld as the prime authority, but this turns out not to furnish the Church of England with clear guidance on quite a range of matters (and how much more so today). What we see is Cranmer insisting that attention to -or dwelling with -scripture will guide the Church to the right understanding of gospel, but having to reckon with how to explain over-attention (in the 1540 Preface), or in the end how to explain attention that leads to the wrong conclusions.
The key is to read with good character, parsed as the 'fear of God' in 1540 but developed into a wider-ranging emphasis on character in the homilies, and then attending to the right exemplars or helpers in the task of interpretation. Here the challenge is to explain why this is not the same as defaulting to the best of the church's tradition. What if no one is available to help the reader today? Answer: God will offer direct help. Of course, if this were really so, then it is less obvious why anyone needs a Philip figure in the first instance, since direct divine illumination seems in many ways to be a preferable option. It is true that there would be the benefit to Philip and other messengers in having to explain scripture, but this seems an odd justification in terms of the clarity of what is communicated to the reader.
Then, as we saw, when it comes to appealing to scripture in the homilies on justification, it seems that character drops out of the picture anyway, and the (relevant) texts simply drive all readers to see the Protestant point of view. But part of the demonstration that it is the correct view is that one can show that it goes back to the Fathers too: so the true reading is after all the (properly defined) 'catholic' one.
It could be that Cranmer's hermeneutical approach (at least insofar as it is on display in the relevant homilies) is caught up in precisely analogous moves to Anglican ecclesiology in general, once the categories of 'Anglican' and 'ecclesiology' become available for discussion. MacCulloch's conclusion to his study of Cranmer bears consideration in this regard: I think we see this with his approach(es) to scripture that we have considered above. There is an unending dialogue between on the one hand the appeal to the primacy of the text and the specific doctrines it teaches, and on the other, the demonstration that this is right because it results in what we recognise to be the right way of reading, believing, and living that the church has always recognised. So in the end, to put the matter in broad-brush terms, Protestant hermeneutics serve to regulate and moderate the Catholic framework within which they perforce operate; and Catholic hermeneutics serve to regulate and moderate the Protestant convictions to which they inevitably give life.
The role of scripture in such a context is not straightforwardly to serve as source or generator of theological convictions -convictions that may well be held precisely because they have been passed down through the ecclesial tradition. Rather, the role of scripture is more of a check and authoritative court of appeal. In other words: if Cranmer believes the doctrine of justification as the true teaching of the church, it matters to him that he can demonstrate it from scripture, but this need not be the route by which he came to the belief in the first place.
Such an approach to scripture sits well with the belief that the church within which scripture is read must be ever Catholic and ever Blessed Lord, who has caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning; grant that we may in such wise hear them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them; that by patience and comfort of thy holy word, we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting life, which thou hast given us in our saviour Jesus Christ.
But a little attention to context will cause us to recognise that the act of 'hearing' is almost certainly ecclesially located, as indeed are the acts of reading, marking and learning -all beholden at that time to the teaching offices of the church. Furthermore, once the questions of the proper interpretation of Scripture come into view, the result is an approach to scripture that is evidently both text-focused and church/tradition-focused. That result is the unsquared circular embrace of right readers pursuing right readings as adjudged by right readers.
Perhaps the congruence between Cranmer's hermeneutics in the homilies and Anglican ecclesiology is not so very surprising. Likewise, though the Books of Homilies may not serve the church well today as sermons waiting to be preached, they offer rich material for reflection upon the nature of Christian hermeneutics in one particular ecclesial
